Securitizing Berlin: The Legacy of the Iron Curtain

EKATERINA MIZROKHI
URBAN STUDIES, LEVEL 111,
UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO

120|

Abstract

Since the Cold Wiar, the city of Berlin has experi-
enced profound forces of globalization, facilitated by the
movement of people, capital and ideas across its borders.
Richard Weizsaecker once said, “...in good and evil, Berlin
is the trustee of German history, which has left its scars
here as nowhere else.””’ The city is ground zero for some
of the most influential conflicts of the 20th century, and it

I. Introduction

To fully understand Berlin as a globalized city re-
quires an examination of the securitizing influence of the
Berlin Wall. The Wall was constructed by the Soviets at the
height of the Cold War in 1961, separating the Allied forces
in the West from the Soviet forces in the East. This barrier
bisected Berlin and was heavily securitized with guard tow-
ers, trenches and death strips*, resulting in a splintering of

is this complicated history that gives Betlin its unique global the city centre.” Betlin was marked by a “concrete physical

identity. Through a literature review, this paper will analyze
how the Berlin Wall affected the way in which the city of
Berlin participated in the process of globalization. The se-
curitization of Berlin by means of the Wall was responsible
for uneven flows of capital, people, and ideas into the two
halves of the city. Even long after German Reunification,
the peculiar geographic legacies of the Berlin Wall perpetu-
ate an informal division between East and West Berlin that
persists to this day.

scar four metres high” that partitioned the city into East
and West.” Berlin had morphed into a division between
two ideologies: capitalism and communism. The Wall was
dismantled in 1989, and although the city has been officially
unified for a quarter of a century, the legacy of the Berlin
Wiall persists to this day. The securitization of the city by
way of the Berlin Wall has resulted in a legacy of uneven
geographies of globalization due to the different ways East
Berlin and West Berlin experienced the global flows of
capital, people and ideas. Uneven Flows of Capital
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II. Uneven Flow of Capital

The securitized separation of Berlin by way of
the Berlin Wall is responsible for uneven global capital
flows, which privileged the economic development of
West Berlin. East Berlin was under the socialist regime
of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), who
rejected Western models of market economies.* West
Berlin, however, existed under a system of market capi-
talism, profiting from a 30-year head start that allowed
for the establishment of a strong corporate presence
and integration into the globalizing economic market
of the 20th century. Come reunification in 1990, east-
ern industries had to compete with their more efficient
and established western counterparts, in which many
castern German companies went bankrupt’, while some
disappeared completely.® To this day, very few company
headquarters are located in the East, as it lacks the global
functioning capabilities, such as trade and financial influ-
ence that global corporate headquarters require.” Gov-
ernment subsidies worth hundreds of billions of euros
have not been able to successfully alleviate the disparity®,
further perpetuating East Berlins isolation from the glo-
balized economic system of capital flows compared to
West Berlin. Capitalism proved to be a better system for
creating wealth and raising living standards than Soviet
communism’, but even post-reunification, East Berlin’s
wages and pensions are significantly lower than in the
West."” Additionally, the unemployment rate in Berlin is
not evenly spread, with the former West experiencing
far better employment levels than the East."" Although
securitizing the city limited global capital flows and eco-
nomic prosperity in East Berlin, the city has made efforts
to improve economic inequality. In fact, since reunifica-
tion, West Berlin has dedicated more than $2 trillion in
economic aid in an attempt to help the East'?, and East
Berlin has made some progress in catching up to the per
capita income of the West."” Nonetheless, the securitiza-
tion of Berlin and the uneven capital flows have cre-
ated a polarized landscape of economic prosperity that

continues to informally divide the city along East-West
divisions.

ITI. Uneven Flow of People

As a measure of securitization, the Berlin Wall
was largely meant to control the inward and outward
flow of people. The legacy of the Berlin Wall resulted
in distinct patterns of migration and settlement in the
city, which continue to perpetuate the informal divide
between East and West. The most evident contrast is in
the ethnic composition of migrants. Of the one million
migrants living in Berlin today, West Berlin is home to
approximately 300 000 Turkish migrants who arrived in
West Germany as guest workers."* To this day, Turkish
immigrants distribute themselves unevenly across the
city, clustering in enclaves that are historically localized in
West Berlin. These isolated groupings tend to function as
parallel societies that find social and economic support
networks within their own ethnic communities, creating
“self-organized living environments that avoid communi-
cation with the majority society.””" These parallel societ-
ies of Turkish migrants experience increasing impov-
erishment and alienation'’, which results in pockets of
socioeconomic disparity throughout the city, along with
the development of massive class inequalities in employ-
ment, education, security, housing and the right to the
city.'” Conversely, the Betlin Wall isolated East Germany
from everyone but the Communist Bloc, which is why
approximately 500 000 Russian, Polish and Vietnamese
migrants are found concentrated in East Betlin."® The
distinct demographic compositions and spatial organiza-
tion of migrants has turned these ethnic enclaves into
“diasporic spaces”" that boast distinct cultures, norms
and institutions in both FEast and West. In order to fully
understand the history, patterns, and implications of mi-
gration in both East and West Berlin, it must be explored
as both a multicultural and securitized city. Although the
Wall tore through the heart of Berlin, it planted the seed
for its complex multicultural identity.
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Nevertheless, it is potentially limiting to conceptualize
the securitization of Berlin and the flow of people in

a strictly binary manner. Although the Iron Curtain is
arguably one of the most commanding symbols of the
20th century, it is crucial to understand that it was not
an impermeable membrane, and that the experiences of
easterners and westerners were not completely separate.
Countless documented cases exist of people crossing the
border in both directions. While three million East Ger-
mans may have crossed into the West as refugees, there
were still more than half a million West German idealists
who crossed into the East, believing in the promises of
communism.”’ Ultimately, the Berlin Wall’s securitizing
force regulated the global flows of people, facilitating a
reshuffling of Berlin’s population according to ideolo-
gies, and creating distinct patterns of migration and
ethnic segregation that exist to this day.

IV. Uneven Flow of Ideas

When people move, so do ideas, which is why the Berlin
Wall’s securitizing legacy extends past the uneven flow of
migrants, to facilitate uneven manifestations of ideolo-
gies. The Berlin Wall affected the way both halves of
Berlin experienced global flows of ideas. East Berlin, for
example, was limited to media, literature and propaganda
largely from the Communist Bloc.?' The Wall operated

as an ideological checkpoint that restricted the flow of
certain ideas and policies from one half of the city to the
other. For example, the environmental civil movement in
the late 20th century only penetrated the West, which is
why West Berlin still has more environmentally friendly
infrastructure and policies than the East.”* Despite West
Betlin being free to consume ideas and information
globally, since the city of Berlin was entirely located in
East Germany, West Berlin was an “island of freedom
located in the middle of the GDR. In fact, West Berlin’s
physical connection to West Germany, and subsequently
the rest of the world, was limited to a handful of rail
tracks and air corridors.?* Rather than experiencing a
time-space compression facilitated by technological in-
novations that seemed to condense spatial and temporal
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distances during the rapidly globalizing 20th century,

the securitizing influence of the Berlin Wall facilitated a
time-space decompression that slowed the global flow of
ideas into the Fast along with the West. The movement
of ideas as a function of globalization forms the founda-
tion of Berlin’s identity as it is known today. The notion
of a modern, unified Berlin is one that implies the vic-
tory of capitalism over communism — it is the infiltration
of Western ideals into what once was a largely socialist
city.”

The Berlin Wall was not just a physical barrier
that partitioned the city; it marked the division between
capitalism and communism, who “rubbed against one
another like seismic plates at the flashpoint.”* This clash
can still be felt today, due to the construction of pat-
ticular geographical imaginations from both sides that
continue to alienate one another. Fast Germans still see
West Germans as arrogant, materialistic, bureaucratic
and superficial”” while westerners see easterners as sout,
mistrustful and anxious®, hypothesized to be a product
of alack of friendship and contact between the East and
West.” These prejudices persist as “the Wall in peoples
heads™, which is why they still do not feel like they be-
long to one nation.” Many FEast Germans even go as far
as to say that they feel like second-class citizens because
they continue to live under discriminatory conditions.”
The securitization of Berlin via the Berlin Wall caused
an uneven flow of ideas, policies, and even psychological
divides between easterners and westerners that still exist
to this day.

€€ The movement of ideas as a
function of globalization forms
the foundation of Berlin’s
identity as it is known today.

However, this rhetoric is problematic because
understanding the Berlin Wall simply as a barrier be-
tween two worlds creates polarizing narratives that do
not accurately depict historical complexity.” Popular
rhetoric states that the East was an evil, communist
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dictatorship, while the West was democratic, capitalist
and free. However, this kind of binary thinking is inac-
curate and dangerous as it creates competing narratives
that depict the East enveloped by the victory of western
democracy.* This belief transforms the Berlin Wall into
an apparatus whose sole purpose was to secure the West
from the corruption of the East. Even before Berlin was
reunified, these morally absolute narratives construct a
dichotomy of right and wrong of first and second-class
citizens. The narrative of western superiority invalidates
the experiences, wisdom and unique expertise of mil-
lions of individuals in East Betlin.” Not only does this
narrative overlook problematic realities in the West, such
as the fact that many ex-Nazis were found in positions
of political power there®, but it also perpetuates the
informal divide and alienation of East and West. It must
be stressed that historical narratives are “continually con-
structed as the result of the politics of history””’, and to
comprehend how the securitization of Berlin resulted in
uneven flows of ideas, we must view the past as a his-
torically open situation to avoid oversimplifications and
misrepresentations of history.”®

V. Conclusion

The Iron Curtain may have fallen 25 years ago,
but its influence is as strong as ever. The Berlin Wall,
which marked a feat of economic, social and political
securitization, partitioned Berlin into two halves. Due
to the securitizing nature of the Berlin Wall, the ways in
which the globalizing flows of capital, people, and ideas
manifested themselves in the city was largely uneven, and
has created informal divisions between East and West
that persist to this day. The Wall created disparities in
economic prosperity, clashes of ideologies, and distinct
ethnic segregation in the Fast and West. The uneven
global ties contribute to Berlin’s peculiar polarized urban
landscape, which is an integral part of the city’s contem-
porary identity. However, the Wall is not a life sentence,
nor is it a permanent blemish that Berlin must bear; its
legacy is a mere ripple effect of stigma and historical
precedence. As a new generation steps up to the plate —a
generation of young adults who have never experienced
a divided Berlin — the aggressive significance of the Wall
will dissipate, and they will no longer brand themselves
as easterners or westerners, but simply as Berliners.
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